
Poland Summer Camp 2017 

Sermon / Studies in John 17 

5.  The Unity of God’s People: 20-23  

Introduction 

Verse 20  "My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through 
their message, 

"My prayer is not for them alone. 

Earlier, in vs 9 Jesus stated limits to his prayer,  "I pray for them. I am not praying for the world". 
However, there is a much wider application for Jesus' prayer than the disciples alone. Jesus is now  
showing that He is praying specifically for us as the words of this verse show. So, the entirety of 
this prayer can justifiably be said to include all Christians even though Jesus seems earlier to 
specify His disciples.  

I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message” 

Because Jesus knew of those whom "you have given me" (repeated four times in this prayer), He 
was able to extend His prayer to include believers who were yet to be born and then subsequently 
become converted. In particular, the Samaritans and Gentiles who were yet to hear the Gospel and 
believe.  

Verse 21   that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may 
be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me. 

that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us,  

It is probable that when Jesus says that He is praying “for those who will believe in me through 
their message” (vs 20), He is thinking of the Gentiles and Samaritans who will hear the Word and 
be saved. It is important, therefore, that when these two groups join the Church, that was initially 
made up of Jewish Christians, that the Church, which will comprise both Jews, Samaritans and 
Gentiles, become united. It is for this reason that the issue of Christian unity becomes so 
important.  
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so that the world may believe that you have sent me. 

 Jesus the evangelist! 

“That the world may know….” The final purpose here is for the world. It is evangelistic and 
universal. In a time when the Jew thought they were God's favourites and built a diving wall to 
separate themselves from the rest of the world, Jesus shows that salvation is for the world. There 
are no racial, gender barriers to the Gospel. It is an open door to the world. Just as He said in vs 1, 
He has been given "authority over all flesh". 

Verse 22  I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: 

I have given them the glory that you gave me,  

This probably relates to the mystical union the Christians have with Christ. It is a kind of foretaste 
of the glory to come because Christianity is relational.  

Peter makes reference to this “glory” when he said, “he has granted to us his precious and very 
great promises, so that through them you may become partakers of the divine nature” (2 Pet 1:4).  

 that they may be one as we are one as we are one 

Being made a partaker of the “divine nature” through New Birth is the basis for Christian unity. The 
mystery of this unity is similar to the mysterious unity of the Godhead - “that they may be one as 
we are one”.  

Verse 23  I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know 
that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me. 

I in them and you in me, that they may be brought to complete unity 

This unity must be maintained but it must also grow to maturity: “brought to complete unity”. 

This appears to be a repeat of vs 21 "you are in me and I am in you". There is here a three fold 
mysticism. The Son is in the Father, the Father in the Son, and now the Son is in the disciples / 
Christians.  
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to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me. 

There is an evangelistic element in the purpose of the Church's unity. It is necessary for the Church 
to speak with one voice so that the message is clearly presented to the world. The clear implication 
here is that the message conveyed is one that centres upon the deity of the Son and His equality 
with the Father. The Gospel message is a Christ centred message.  

Applications and Observations  

1. The People for whom Jesus is praying 

 “I do not ask for these only, but also for those who will believe in me through their word” (20) 

This is where it becomes evident that this whole Prayer is not only for the disciples. Jesus makes it 
plain that He is not asking “only” for the disciples. He is applying His requests beyond the disciples 
to a much larger group; namely, “those who will believe in me through their word”.  

Jesus is very specific about His praying. He tells us in vs 9 that He is not praying for the world but 
only for those “whom you have given me”. One might think that Jesus is very narrow in His scope 
by eliminating the world. But here in vs 20 He specifically includes many others in His prayer; 
“those who will believe in me through their word” (20). 

It is possible - likely even - that Jesus is thinking of the spread of the Gospel among the 
Samaritans and then Gentiles. He is being very proactive and praying for the propagation of the 
Gospel that will take place beginning at Jerusalem then moving on to Samaria, and then ultimately 
to the “end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Jesus is praying for those who will become Christians in the 
United Kingdom, Poland, Germany, China, USA, South America, India, Australia, and on and on.  

This means that within this Prayer Jesus is actually praying for us - you and me! All of us who have 
been born-again, repented of our sin and put our trust for eternal life in Christ alone, are the ones 
for whom He is praying. You might ask, “How did I become a Christian?” The answer is through 
this Prayer. As Hebrews 7:25 puts it, “…he is able to save to the uttermost those who draw near to 
God through him, since he always lives to make intercession for them”. Jesus has prayed for 
YOUR salvation. Indeed! Before the Gospel was preached to you - “those who will believe in me 
through their word” - Jesus prayed.  

The Intercessory work of Christ is something that we have already looked at. It is important for us 
to be constantly aware of the fact that the work of Christ is not really finished. His atoning work is 
finished, but His intercessory work continues daily.  
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If we now add this to what we have already learned about being owned by the Father (vs 6) and 
our being given to the Son (vs 2), we have reason to become even more amazed at what was 
done for us before we ever believed in the Gospel. The Father previously owned us; the Father 
gave us to the Son in eternity (our election); the Son prayed for us (20), and the Son gave us the 
gift of Eternal Life (2). It was all of this that finally led to our personal experience of salvation.  

“those who will believe in me through their word” (20). There is another interesting thought to be 
found in this verse. Notice how it reads with so much assurance and certainty. Jesus does not say, 
“I am praying for those whom I hope will believe in their word”. He is not suggesting that there may 
or may not be some who will believe. There is a strong element of certainty here: “those who will 
believe….”.   

Even though  the Greek verb “believe” is not written in the future tense but a present, it can be a 
Greek “prophetic present” which is virtually the same as a future tense. This particular literary 
device is used to indicate something that is definitely going to happen; events in the future whose 
certainty is assured. The OT prophets were fond of this style of writing about something that they 
saw would most certainly take place even though they wrote as if it was happening in their own 
time.  
  
How does Jesus know that there will be others who definitely will believe in Him? How can He be 
so sure? The answer has already been given to us where He has talked about “those whom you 
have given me”. It is because of this elect number  that have been given to Him that Jesus can with 
certainty say that they “will believe”. 

God did not send His Son into the world and to the cruelty of the cross in the hope that by chance 
some people might eventually come to believe in Him. God did not take a chance that may be, 
given time, He will have a body of people for His possession, His treasure, His inheritance. He was 
not just hoping that some would believe. The coming of Christ and all that followed was not a “leap 
into the dark” for God. He knew what He was doing; He knew who would  believe.  

Like us, God is forward thinking. He is pro-active. Like us He plans ahead. If anyone wishes to 
launch out in some business venture, much research has to be carried out to see if such a venture 
is likely to be a success. Much thought and planning goes into the venture. One cannot blindly go 
ahead with some vision or idea hoping against hope that it will work, especially when money is at 
stake.  

So, God plans everything. The cost of what He is doing - the death of His Son - is too great for His 
Mission to be left to chance. Consequently, He chooses His people before Creation, they are 
already in His possession; He gives His people to Christ and Christ gives them eternal life. So,  
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Jesus prays, as part of the process, that these very same people might believe the message. He 
knows that they will believe.  

This then introduces us to another important thought. It might be asked why Jesus has to pray for 
the future salvation of people when He already knew that people had been given to Him. It seems 
to make His praying superfluous.  

We might find ourselves in the same position. If God has already His elect people why should we 
bother to pray for the unconverted. If they are going to be saved they will be saved whether or not 
we pray for them. Furthermore, why do we bother to preach the Gospel to the unconverted 
because if they are elect they will be saved anyway. These are a perplexing questions. 

As we have already seen, election and predestination do not save anyone. It is very important to 
realise this. Even the elect are born into this world sinners; children of wrath; children of Adam 
destined to condemnation. They still have to be forgiven of their sin and sins; they need to be 
justified with the imputed Righteousness of Christ before they can appear in the presence of God. 
In short, the elect need to be saved.  

Consequently, they have to hear the Gospel; they have to have the message of Christ given to 
them in preaching, conversation, discussion or book. The elect need to be converted. The elect 
need to be the subject of prayer.  

 This is the system that God has chosen to means for individual salvation. This is how Paul puts in 
in 1 Cor 1:21,”God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who 
believe”. This is how God saves the elect. Praying for unbelievers is all part of the same process.  
Praying and preaching. Jesus is praying for the elect who will hear the preaching of the disciples. 
This is why Jesus says, “those who will believe in me through their word”. The unbelievers become  
the subject of prayer, and then the Gospel is preached and heard followed by believing. God who 
elects the people also chooses the means, the system, the mechanism, for their salvation.  

2. Christian People are a united People 

 “…that they may all be one” (21) 

 Jesus mentions the need for unity four times in this Prayer (vss 11, 21, 22, 23). It is clearly an 
important issue. It is verses 21-23 that the matter is expounded further giving reasons why this 
unity is so vital to the mission.  But the fact that Jesus prays for the Church’s unity shows how 
important is this subject.  
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This matter of Christian unity has been a vexed one with a long history of controversy. What is 
Jesus saying? He is not asking that they should be made united as if this is something that must 
be manufactured by the disciples. No! We do not go around creating unity in the Church.  

In England we used to hear much about something called “Ecumenicism”.  It began in 1910 but 
became more popular in 1960s. This is when it was suggested all the Church denominations 
should forget their differences and become united under one single Church; a mega Church. Of 
course, it was all about returning to the “Mother Church”, namely the Church of Rome. The Pope 
wanted to be the chairman of this new single denomination. There was also talk of the Church 
uniting even with other religions.  

The reason given for this was that the world would then listen to the message of the Gospel with 
more attention, because, it was argued, with so many denominations people of the world were 
becoming confused about what the message really was.  

On the surface this looked like a very clever plan. However, if this was to happen and we would all 
have to discard our doctrines that separated the evangelical Christians from others, then the world 
would never get to hear the true genuine message of the Gospel. It was often said, “doctrine 
divides”. So, in order to create unity all doctrinal differences would have to be put aside. Such a 
move would give the appearance of unity but it would be false because ultimately there would be 
no message, no doctrine of the Gospel. 

It is important for us to realise that Jesus and the rest of the NT are not asking for denominational 
organisational unity. It is not a prayer for religious unity where all religions are to join together 
under one head. No! This prayer is for the disciples and those who “will believe in me through their 
word” (20).  

This unity of which Jesus speaks is only for those who are members of the Kingdom of God. Those 
who are members of this other world. The very people who have been given eternal life; the people 
who have heard the “message” and have responded in repentance and faith, the people who 
belonged to God and have been given to Christ, the people who have been given eternal life.  

Why? Because such people are already united due to their common faith in Christ.  

We must recognise the people whom Jesus has in mind when He speaks about their unity. He is 
speaking about a definite  group of people; the ones whom the Father has given to Him (vs 2); the 
ones who are separated from the world (vs 14, 16); the ones whom He is leaving in the world and 
whom the world hates (vs 14); those who will be the target of the Evil One (vs 15); the ones who 
are being consecrated to God (17).  
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His prayer is not for the making of their unity; rather it is for the maintenance of their unity which is 
part of His over-all care for them. In other words, the people for whom He is praying are the ones 
who have received His word and know that He has come from the Father. They, therefore, are the 
born-again, justified by faith believers. This unity only applies to these believers - the disciples - 
and all those who in later years will believe on their word. 

Consequently they are already “one” because of their status in Christ. There is One single faith; 
there is One God and Father of us all. The unity already exists. 

The nature of the unity is like that which exists between the Father and the Son; “just as you, 
Father, are in me, and I in you”. It is a concept that is difficult explain in human terms. There exists 
in the Triune Godhead an equality and unity yet with diversity. There is diversity within the 
Godhead because the Godhead as One unit comprises three separate individual Persons. The 
Father is not the Son or the Spirit; the Spirit is not the Father or the Son. There is mutual support, 
love, enjoyment and purpose within the Trinity. Their respective roles in the realm of redemption 
are different, yet they are One.  

Jesus goes on to say, “that they also may be in us” (21). There are three types of unity specified 
here. First there is the unity in the Godhead “even as we are one” (21); secondly there is the unity 
between the Godhead and the Christian, “that they may be one in us” (21), then thirdly there is the 
unity between Christians, “that they all may be one” (21). Consequently, this unity is not man-
made; it is not an organisational denominational unity. Rather, it is a strange and mysterious unity 
of Christians that is similar to that which is experienced in the Godhead and that which exists 
between the Godhead and the Christian.  

Perhaps this is what Jesus also meant when He said, “The glory that you have given me I have 
given to them, that they may be one even as we are one” (22). What could this could be this “glory” 
which Jesus gave to His disciples whilst on earth? This is not the glory yet to come after the 
Second Coming. 

I suggest that it is the glory of being united mystically with the Father and the Son through the 
Spirit. To use Paul’s words, “in Christ”, and Peter’s “partakers of the divine nature”. It is a strange 
concept but the point is Christianity is experimental and not some mere religion which practices 
rites and ceremonies. There is a mysterious element in our union  with the Father and the Son.  

Think of the words Jesus spoke to his disciples in John 14:20, “In that day you will know that I am 
in my Father, and you in me, and I in you”; and then He said,"If anyone loves me, he will keep my 
word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him” (vs 23). 
This is the mysterious nature of the unity of which Jesus is praying about in John 17.  
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However, the reason why Jesus is praying about this unity is not for its creation, rather it is for its 
maintenance. Maintaining, and keeping the unity within NT Churches was a very important issue. 
The NT was born within a divided community. Jews hated Samaritans; Romans ridiculed Jews; 
Greeks made fun of everyone else who did not accept their way of life. In fact Paul summed it up in 
these words, “…we also once were foolish ourselves, disobedient, deceived, enslaved to various 
lusts and pleasures, spending our life in malice and envy, hateful, hating one another” (Titus 3:3).  

This maintaining of the unity is done jointly by God and the Christian.  

First, this unity is formed and supported by God. This is why Jesus is praying to the Father.  He is 
appealing to the Father that they should be kept as one. It is in the power of the Father that the 
unity will be maintained. This is why Jesus is speaking to the Father on this subject and not the 
disciples themselves.  

Notice how Paul brings together “unity” and the “Spirit” in Eph 4:3,”… eager to maintain the unity of 
the Spirit in the bond of peace”. The creation of this unity is by the “Spirit” through regeneration. 
This is how people are joined to one another through their faith in Christ. But this unity is one that 
is maintained by and through the power of the Holy Spirit. This is why Jesus is praying to the 
Father that this unity be maintained. This is one reason why Christians need to pay much attention 
to the Holy Spirit. We need His power, His wisdom and His involvement in the Church.  This is why 
we are urged to live in the Spirit; walk in the Spirit; pray in the Spirit and be filled with the Spirit. For 
the maintaining of our unity we need the power of the Spirit.  

Secondly, the work in maintaining the unity is also the responsibility of the Christian. This is what 
Paul means when he says," therefore, the prisoner of the Lord, entreat you to walk in a manner 
worthy of the calling with which you have been called,  with all humility and gentleness, with 
patience, showing forbearance to one another in love, being diligent to preserve the unity of the 
Spirit in the bond of peace" (Eph 4:1-3).  

The key word here is "preserve the unity". He is not saying that they have to forge unity. Rather it is 
something that already exists because of his teaching in Eph chapter 2 where the middle wall of 
separation was abolished in Christ forging a unity between the Jews and the Gentiles. In Christ the 
unity already exists. Christ has made out of two peoples one new people. Or as he puts it in Col 
3:11 “Here there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or 
free, but Christ is all, and is in all”. 

Does the Church’s greatest enemy come from outside the Church or from within? Paul said these 
words to the Elders of the Churches in Ephesus, “I know that after my departure fierce wolves will 
come in among you, not sparing the flock; and from among your own selves will arise men 
speaking twisted things, to draw away the disciples after them” (Acts 20:29-30). The later history of 
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the Church demonstrates this to be true. The heresies of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
have been formed by people who grew up in local Churches.  

3. Christian People regard unity essential to evangelism 

“so that the world may believe that you have sent me” (21);  

“to let the world know that you sent me” (23) 

The question is, what is the importance of this unity?, Jesus says, twice, "so that the world may 
believe that you have sent me" (vs 21),  "so that the world may know that you sent me and loved 
them even as you loved me" (vs 23). Here is the evangelistic reason for a preserved unity. 

Here is the importance of our unity. It is important that the Church speaks the Gospel with one 
voice. The message becomes muddled in the ears of the world if the Church is disunited. Indeed, 
the message does not get preached at all if this unity is damaged because the Church, instead of 
preaching to the unconverted, spends its time arguing, fighting and squabbling within its own walls. 
The way Christians behave is crucial to the world listening to the message.  

We can make it difficult for the world to hear and believe the message through our internal 
disharmony. You can imagine an outsider saying, “I can’t hear your message because your disunity 
is making too much noise”. This is partly what Paul meant in his letter to the Corinthians when he 
stresses the need for maintaining the unity of the Church and uses the imagery of the body being 
one single unit but in possession different parts. 

 In his evangelistic plea he used another metaphor when he said, “If  the bugle produces an 
indistinct sound, who will prepare himself for battle” (1 Cor 14:8).  In NT days a bugle sound was 
used to rally the troops for battle. If the sound it gave was indistinct no one would come to the fight. 
If the bugle sound of the preached Gospel is giving an indistinct sound through a disunited church, 
who will listen or understand what is being said. 

One of the most outstanding features of the Church is its mixed body. There is no other body or 
community of people in the world so strange and abnormal as the Church. We are made up of so 
many different people from different cultures, backgrounds, ages, levels of intelligence, having 
different skills, needs and abilities. In the days of the NT the Church was an anomaly with its union 
between Jews, Greeks, Barbarians, Sythians,  slaves, free, male and female, adults and children, 
masters and servants. In an age of discrimination as the Roman Empire was, the Church was a 
strange occurrence. 
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Their world was a divided world in which everyone hated each other. The Jews hated the 
Samaritans; the Romans despised the Jews; the Greeks ridiculed all other races. This is how Paul 
describes the situation, “For we also once were foolish ourselves, disobedient, deceived, enslaved 
to various lusts and pleasures, spending our life in malice and envy, hateful, hating one 
another” (Titus 3:3). Unity, therefore, was a serious issue that had to be addressed. And so to this  
mixed Church Paul could say, “Here there is not Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, 
barbarian, Scythian, slave, free; but Christ is all, and in all” (Col 3:11). 

Maintaining the unity within the local Churches was a major reason why Paul wrote his letters. One 
thinks of the two (or four) letters written to the Corinthians challenging them to maintain their unity 
in worship and practice.  

Romans also may have been written with this in mind when Paul states, "Now accept the one who 
is weak in faith, but not for the purpose of passing judgment on his opinions" (Rom 14:1);  "Now we 
who are strong ought to bear the weaknesses of those without strength and not just please 
ourselves. Let each of us please his neighbour for his good, to his edification" (Rom 15:1), and 
then more clearly, "Now may the God who gives perseverance and encouragement grant you to be 
of the same mind with one another according to Christ Jesus; that with one accord you may with 
one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ" (Rom 15:5-6). 

It must have been a constant struggle for Jews, Samaritans, Greeks, Romans etc to coexist within 
the same Church. Their social and political differences must have been so very great that they 
found it hard to put aside their feelings of superiority or inferiority, and then worship, preach and 
witness side by side.  

The Church is a group of people who are called out from darkness, sin and Satan to obtain the 
liberty of forgiveness, hope and joy in salvation through Christ, brought about by the Holy Spirit. It 
this conglomeration of people that is the hall-mark of the Church, it is the privilege of the Church, it 
is the glory of the Church. Even the diversity of the Church. The unity of this body proclaims a 
message that the Gospel is for all people. 

When we have cause to think of our local Church’s unity let us think about the reason why such 
unity is worth preserving. It is what Jesus said, “so that the world may believe that you have sent 
me” (21). Our unity is for the same of the Gospel message.  It is for the sake of the unbelieving 
world. It is for the sake of the salvation of un-saved people.  

Richard Lee.  April 2017 
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